In terms of the eVectiveness at the total population level, seat belts represent the front line of passive safety against death and serious injuries from passenger car crashes. They reduce by about 50% the risk of death and serious injury for car occupants; this knowledge, however, is not promptly translated into action and the frequency of seat belt use in the European Union member states varies considerably. Greece has one of the highest death rates from motor vehicle crashes among all European Union member states, as well as an increasing trend over time but seat belt use is still very low. Virtually, all cars in Greece are equipped with three point seatbelts (lap/shoulder) in the front seats, but less than half of cars currently in circulation have seat belts in the back seats. In a recent investigation, it was estimated that more than 300 deaths from passenger car accidents could be avoided, if all Greeks wore a seat belt.
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In the lack of a formal monitoring system of seat belt use, we attempted to estimate the prevalence of seat belt use in the urban Greater Athens area (3.5 million people) and to determine associated demographic characteristics. Most roads in this area are heavy traYc, low speed roads, but it is under these conditions that seat belt use conveys maximum protection.
1 Methods During July and August 1996, teams of one interviewer from the Centre for Research and Prevention among the Young (CEREPRI) and a road traYc policeman randomly stopped some 1400 passenger cars, in 10 sites of randomly selected secondary roads, one site in each of five systematically selected main road arteries and five sites in the principal highways linking the capital of Athens with the rest of the country. This scheme is a reasonable approximation to random sampling, given the different traYc density in the road system of Metropolitan Athens. The policemen stopped the car and subsequently, the interviewer inspected the car restraint availability and use and recorded basic demographic variables, date, and time of the day (8 am to 8 pm) or night (8 pm to 2 am). There were no refusals and the short inspection and interview ended with advice about the substantial health benefits imparted by the regular use of car restraints. Children younger than 12 years were excluded from the analysis. Each person was assigned into one of three categories: seat belt used; seat belt available but not used; and seat belt not available. Cross classification tabulations were produced by place, time, and personal characteristics and subsequently, the data were modelled through multiple logistic regression. Because many cars in Greece are not provided with rear seat belts, and-even if available-rear seat passengers rarely use them, modelling was restricted to front seat occupants for whom a seat belt was available.
Results
Seat belt use is limited to less than 20% of car occupants, with front seat occupants using it in about 24% of instances, whereas rear seat passengers make use of an available seat belt in only 4% of instances (table 1). The unconditional logistic regression derived data presented in table 2, which is restricted to front seat occupants because only 19 rear seat passengers were properly restrained, are highly informative. Drivers use a seat belt more frequently than front seat passengers and women are twice as likely to use it in comparison to men. Older car occupants use seat belts more frequently, but there is also a nonsignificant suggestion that the belt is used more frequently by the very young in comparison with those in the 25-64 age group. The belt is less frequently used during the night hours probably because night travellers represent a population group with diVerent attitudes and behaviours in comparison with day travellers. The use of seat belt is more common among travellers in highways leading to the city than among those who drive in suburb roads, but, after adjustment for all these factors, weekend travellers are indistinguishable from weekday travellers with respect to seat belt use.
Discussion
In Europe seat belt use varies among front seat occupants from over 90% in Germany, United Kingdom, and Sweden to around 50% in Belgium and Ireland and, among rear seat passengers, from 80% in Sweden to around 30% in Austria and Belgium. Data from Mediterranean countries however are scant, selective, and unreliable. 1 There is no adequate information about traYc patterns throughout the Greater Athens area over time to assure that estimates generated in this study were perfectly unbiased but the unique inspection survey used, probably provides more valid data than those derived from observation surveys usually based on random intersection observations. 4 With respect to predictors of seat belt use, the results are generally plausible. Female sex and age over 65 years are related with higher seat belt use, but there is also a promising suggestion that the younger generation of less than 25 years old are more frequent seat belt users than those in the age range from 25 to 64 years old. During the more dangerous-for motor vehicle crashes-night hours, the proportion of seat belt users was actually lower than that during day hours, probably because of the largely more risky population subgroups who commute mostly during night hours. Seat belts were more frequently used in highways and city main roads, than in secondary, suburb, and generally low speed roads, reflecting the widely held, erroneous belief that seat belts are more useful in high speed than in low speed travel. The dismal 4% proportion of rear seat belt use prompts for intense behaviour modification eVorts aiming to increase seat belt use by rear seat occupants. This should be one of the main targets for any national strategy, combined with amendment of existing legislative gaps for mandatory use of seat belts by all passengers and provision of initiatives for installation of rear seat belts, in the 70% of the relatively old country fleet, which lacks them.
However, the low prevalence of seat belts among front seat occupants, where seat belts are almost universally available, highlights the need to complement these strategies with awareness raising, myth dispelling, and law enforcement eVorts to tackle deeply rooted social attitudes against seat belt use, referred to in other cross European studies. 5 We would like to acknowledge the valuable contribution in data collection of N Dessypris, T Diamantopoulou, S Kiose, E Maragaki, L Mera, S Palamas, E Simou, E Skalkidis, A Skalkidou, E Skalkidis, E Tzemanaki, and V Fragaki from CEREPRI and of the 60 road traYc policemen; special thanks to Mr V Hartoubekis.
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